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Paint and Coatings 
For all exterior construction materials including wood, brick, stone, masonry, synthetics, and metals 

 
Preface: This document communicates formal Design Guidelines, which are regulatory and enforced by law.  It also offers 
supplemental information through an Introduction, Preservation Principles, Maintenance Tips, Appendices, photographs, illustrations, 
and captions.  This supplemental material explains the concepts and intent underlying the Design Guidelines, and exemplifies or 
depicts how the Design Guidelines have been -- or might be -- applied in Clifton.  All examples and depictions are meant to educate 
and illustrate, only.  Examples deemed appropriate within one context may be deemed inappropriate for another.   An applicant should 
consult with Landmarks staff regarding any questions about how to interpret these supplemental clauses, illustrations, and examples. 

 
Introduction 
Most of Clifton’s historic homes 
were constructed with wooden 
exteriors, and all used wood for 
windows, cornices, eaves, 
fascias, porch floors and other 
architectural features.  Few 
things will preserve that wood 
better than paint, correctly 
applied and maintained.  Paint 
also has important 
consequences for certain 
metals, and for masonry, 
including brick, stone, mortar, 
and stucco.  This section offers 
general principles, guidelines, 
and maintenance tips that 
reinforce how paint and 
coatings preserve the structural 
integrity of your home as well 
as the historic integrity of the 
District.    

Apart from a tight roof, a good coat of paint is a wooden home’s best cocoon against time and the 
elements.  Such coatings, if carefully chosen, applied, and maintained, inhibit deterioration caused by 
ultraviolet light, moisture, insects, rot, and weather, and help maintain a building’s historic appearance 

and long-term value.  A proper 
paint job can last a very long time.  
Unlike paint, other cladding 
solutions like vinyl siding often 
obscure architectural details, and 
they can also mask underlying 
structural, drainage, or wood rot 
problems that might otherwise be 
easier to spot and cheaper to fix.  
And, in the Clifton Preservation 
District, paint color provides a 
unique avenue for creative 
expression, as there are no 
guidelines or restrictions on paint 
color choices.    

 

 

State St. and Arlington Ave. 
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Masonry such as mortared brick or stone presents one special caveat: if it has never been painted 
before, then it is best left unpainted.  Coating unpainted brick impedes the wall’s normal vapor 
transmission performance and can create moisture issues behind the wall.   Similarly, paint can 
damage historic lime mortar joints by blocking their ability to breathe and wick moisture.  And, for all 
types of unpainted masonry (including stucco), applying that first coat creates a new, needless paint 
maintenance chore for years into the future.  An exception to this principle is unpainted CMU 
(concrete block): it is generally preferred that CMU be skim-coated and then painted.   

Metal features fall into three “paint” categories:  
1. metals that need paint to survive (e.g., wrought iron, cast iron, non-stainless steel, tin roofing, 

terne); 
2. metals that can be painted or not (e.g., aluminum); 
3. metals meant to weather and display unpainted (e.g., copper, bronze, stainless steel).      

Painting metals in this third group is discouraged, as it hides the metal color’s intended contribution to 
the building’s historic design, and it creates an on-going, unnecessary issue of paint maintenance.   
For more detailed information on the relationship between paint and various metals, please consult 
with Landmarks staff.   

Some synthetic materials such as siding are manufactured pre-colored with no expectation of re-
painting.  Others like cement fiber board may come pre-finished, or may require painting.  With any 
synthetic, make sure you understand the material and its surface preparation requirements before 
painting or re-painting.   

 
In the Clifton Preservation District, there are no guidelines or restrictions on paint color choices. 
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Design Guidelines→  Please Note: “In a local preservation district, physical alterations or changes to 

the exterior of a building or property require review and approval by the 
Landmarks Commission in the form of a Certificate of Appropriateness, based on 
compliance with these Clifton-specific design guidelines, and pursuant to 
Louisville Metro Ordinance 32.250.  Consultation with the Landmarks staff is 
encouraged to achieve a creative solution that complies with the intent of the 
guidelines.  Rarely is a project pursued in this manner denied.” 

 
P1 Do not paint masonry, stucco, limestone walls, and masonry-retaining walls that have never 

been painted.  Painting unpainted surfaces creates an on-going maintenance issue. Paint is 
difficult to remove, accumulated layers will obscure decorative detail, and paint coatings (even 
"breathable" paints) will affect the wall's vapor transmission performance. A masonry surface 
colored with a wash (lead oxide, white or lime wash) is considered as unpainted and should not 
be painted.  CMU (concrete block) should be skim coated then painted.    

P2 When removing paint from previously-painted masonry, use gentle treatments that have been 
tested in an inconspicuous location. Do not sandblast, pressure wash, or use acid-based 
cleaners (consult with Landmarks for recommended products).  

P3 On previously-painted masonry, use a "breathable" masonry paint that is compatible with – and 
can create a strong bond with – existing paint.  Portland cement joints may be painted as the 
mortar mix is stronger.  Do not paint over lime mortar mix joints since lime mortar mix is soft. 

P4 Paints and coatings manufactured before 1978 contained lead.  Historic structures often contain 
hazardous substances, such as lead paint and asbestos.  Since June 2010, the EPA regulations 
require contractors to be certified and follow specific work practices to prevent lead 
contamination.  For additional lead paint information, contact the Metro Health Department and 
see the Appendix at the end of this section.  For asbestos removal and disposal methods, 
contact Metro Air Pollution Control.    

 
For some buildings such as this one on Coral Ave., time and weather serve to  

remove layers of unneeded paint and restore the original uncoated brick.  
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Recommended Maintenance Tips 
• Before applying a compatible paint coating system 

to previously painted masonry, remove deteriorated 
paint only to the next sound layer.   

• Remove only deteriorated paint layers using the 
gentlest means possible (hand scraping and hand 
sanding in conjunction with chemical strippers).  
Electric hot-air guns and electric heat plates may be 
used with extreme caution when total paint removal 
is required.  Care should be taken not to scorch the 
wood or start a fire.   

• Do not use propane or butane torches, sand 
blasting or water pressure washers or disc sanders 
to remove deteriorated paint from the wood surfaces 
of historic buildings.  These methods are extremely 
harsh and can significantly damage historic 
woodwork. 

• Prepare wood surfaces properly and apply a 
compatible paint coating system following 
manufacturer’s application instructions.  Generally a 
primer coat and two finish coats are recommended. 

• The primary expense in repainting is the cost of the 
labor required to prepare the surface and apply the 
paint. The cost of the paint itself is relatively low. 
Spending additional money for a better quality of 
paint is cost-effective over the long-term, because it 
provides a durable coating and requires less-
frequent repainting.  

• Coat all surfaces of wood repairs including those 
that will be concealed with primer.  This is called 
‘back priming’ and helps combat deterioration and 
warping caused by moisture absorption over time. 

• Paint all wood porch elements.  Painting protects 
porch elements from exposure and undue 
weathering. 

• Clean previously painted metal features before 
reapplying an appropriate paint or other coating 
system.  Failure to do so will result in accelerated 
corrosion of the metal or alloys. 

• Remove and then reinstall window and door 
hardware when repainting. 

• Remove, handle and dispose of lead-containing 
paint in compliance with EPA regulations. 

• Check out Bob Yapp’s web site “Paint it Right! 
About Your House – Bob Yapp” for other painting 
techniques and pointers.  
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Appendix - Lead 
Federal law requires contractors that disturb painted surfaces in homes, child care facilities and 
schools built before 1978 to be certified and follow specific work practices to prevent lead 
contamination. Always ask to see your contractor’s certification.  

Federal law requires that individuals receive certain information before renovating more than six 
square feet of painted surfaces in a room for interior projects or more than twenty square feet of 
painted surfaces for exterior projects or window replacement or demolition in housing, child care 
facilities and schools built before 1978.  See the EPA brochures The Lead-Safe Certified Guide to 
Renovate Right and Steps to Lead Safe Renovation, Repair and Painting for essential information.   

Reference the EPA’s Renovation, Repair and Painting Program for lead-safe work practices and 
prohibited work practices; a partial list follows here:   

• Renovators must use work-area containment to prevent dust and debris from leaving the work 
area.  

• Open-flame burning, using heat guns at greater than 1,100 degrees Fahrenheit and the use of 
power tools without high-efficiency particulate air (HEPA) exhaust control (to collect dust 
generated) are prohibited.  

• Thorough cleaning followed by a cleaning verification procedure to minimize exposure to lead-
based paint hazards is required.  

The EPA’s lead-safe work practice requirements apply to all jobs involving full or partial demolition, 
window replacement, or the use of any of the prohibited practices listed under the EPA’s Renovation, 
Repair and Painting Program.  Other minor repair and maintenance activities (6 square feet or less 
per interior room or 20 square feet or less per exterior project) are exempt from these work practices 
requirements.  
 

 


